Introduction
Mongane Serote published The Night Keeps Winking in 1982 during his stay in Botswana as a refugee from South Africa, the country of his birth. It comprises poems arranged in three parts, "Time has run out", "The sun was falling" and "Listen, the baby cries and cries and cries". He published A Tough Tale in 1987 during the years he spent in London as cultural attaché of the African National Congress (ANC). I regard The u m Hiaoane depicts the absence of freedom, the negation of "the idea of legitimate opposition" and the resultant state of war. By so doing, he implicitly warns against the futility of a dictatorial or militaristic "theory of politics" that prohibits political dissension. In "Time has run out" from The Night Keeps Winking (1982) he uses gory images of blood "splashed and scattered on the streets" to paint a picture of the devastation caused by the apartheid state's vicious war on the oppressed:
we did make distances whose milestones are droplets of blood splashed and scattered on the streets on fences on walls of houses we live inon ceilings on floors and desks even on floors of land-rovers (Serote, we walk days filled with peril I ask now as our rulers send small boys to kill our children to burn our homes to rape our wives, sisters and daughters I ask now while you are so wounded so bloodied in war what shall we do on that day? In this poem, the idea of the ever-looming danger of living in a repressive society is captured by the expression "days filled with peril". The disturbing air of violence and bloodshed is conveyed by the presence of "hippos and casspirs" -armoured vehicles. Serote identifies the repressive state as a major participant in the promotion of a war culture. It appears that his political intentions were to turn people against the apartheid state as shown in the way he retells the past and employs it to mobilise the oppressed people.
Remembering the past: memory as a weapon
In The Night Keeps Winking (1982) and A Tough Tale (1987) Serote evokes the past as a way of mobilising the oppressed masses. He uses the night and the moon as motifs to recreate the tragic history of the past wars of conquest in "Time has run out" (Serote, 1982:7-8).
The bright eye of the night keeps whispering and whispering the shadows form and unfold the night is silent with experience this night in these parts of the world remember once long ago it hid the arrow it hid the spear it hid the lethal hand which fought and threw spears against the night of guns and canons this night is silent with experience this night remember the ship in the 16th century remember the Portuguese remember the arrow the night saw it all. In this poem the personified night uses its "bright eye", the moon, to look on the past history of African people whose ancestors "threw spears" to resist white encroachment -"the night of guns and canons". Serote traces the origins of the violent nature of social relationships in South Africa by recalling the early phases of South Africa's colonisation. In this way, he suggests that the war culture of the 1980s has to be understood in a particular context and history. Serote explains this historical context in A Tough Tale (1987) in "a long story" about the painful past. In this poem he (Serote, 1987:7) interprets South Africa's past as a history of social divisions and conflict which made it difficult for people to understand each other:
We page through each other's faces we read each looking eye. I smile for every day so many people in the world agree that our bloody battle is just, me I smile my friend for in my country through struggle, through great pain through knowledge the masses defend and built the ANC the workers defend and built Sactu the masses, the workers, the students, the learned defend and built the ANC, Sactu and the SACP with many painful days (Serote, 1987:47-48). By telling the history of the struggle, the war poems propagate the idea of the necessity of a war of liberation and call for "the mother of all wars" to end "the eight wars we fought/remember Bulhoek/Sharpeville/Soweto/ so many times" (Serote, 1982:12). Serote upholds the idea of a "just" war. He uses these poems to reveal the advantages of "our bloody battle" for "equality" (Serote, 1987:47). The impression he creates is that if people's frustrations and anger caused by political repression are not channelled, it will be difficult to correct criminal and anti-social behaviour, especially in the black communities. What makes his views on violence ambivalent is the fact that while he condones liberation violence, he also exposes the negative effects of violence on individuals and is "made nostalgic for peace" by "comrades pick[ing] up a gun from another who just fell" (Serote, 1987:46).
Concerning violence
In The Wretched o f the Earth Frantz Fanon analyses the devastating anger of black people often produced by decades of political oppression and social deprivation. He describes the misdirected self-destructive rage of members of marginalised communities in the following words:
The native's muscular tension finds outlet regularly in bloodthirsty explosions -in tribal warfare, in feuds between sects and in quarrels between individuals. Where individuals are concerned, a positive negation of common sense is evident. While the settler or the policeman has the right the live-long day to strike the native, to insult him and to make him crawl to them, you will see the native reaching for his knife at the slightest hostile or aggressive glance cast on him by another native: for the last resort for the native is to defend his personality vis-a-vis his brother (Fanon, 1967a:42). Fanon's theorisation of the impact of the racialisation of human relations on individuals is very relevant to the situation Serote describes in his poems. Although he seems to exaggerate the psychological problems of the oppressed, the aggression signified by "the native reaching for his knife at the slightest hostile or aggressive glance cast on him by another native' ' is also captured by Serote. In The Night Keeps Winking (1982) Serote highlights the self-hatred that turns the oppressed people against themselves through various forms of self-destructive violence. In "Time has run out" he identifies alcohol abuse, life-threatening abortions, township violence and the senseless slaying of fellow blacks as examples of this type of violence:
inside this hour many of us have gone mad some killed with their bare fingers some soaked their hearts in alcohol some tore their wombs with their nails rather than give birth in oppression alas we did amazing things to say simple things we are human and this is our land (Serote, 1982:13). According to Serote this self-hatred and the accompanying self destructive tendencies indicated by the killing of one's fellow people at times "with knives" (Serote, 1987:10) emanate from the denigrating humiliation experienced by the majority of black people because of what Fanon (1967b) dubbed "the fact of blackness" in Black Skin, White Masks. For instance, Serote says it is the exploited "blacks" who "toil" to enrich those whites for whom the "land/whose multi-colour wealth bloomed". In "Time has run out", in the tradition of the Black Consciousness philosophy, Serote (1982:13) uses the expression "it was criminal to be black" to show the stereotypes that are associated with blackness: this is our land it bears our blood it will bear our will this will an experience moulded by the inside of this long and dragging hour where it was criminal to be black where we toiled and starved where we were forever drafted to jail or hospital where we said we were human where the weight of the day left us sleepless at night In A Tough Tale (1987) Serote views black South African's life-world as a hostile social environment which aggravates the humiliation of the blacks. He uses images of coercion and social deprivation to capture "the pain of humiliation": we were thrown back to the township to the village and time, merciless an accomplice took our life here we are then we popped out of life to death having witnessed the worst unemployment jailed and diseased and impoverished until when the pain of humiliation like the pain of a raped woman throbbed and kept pace with our eye-wink (Serote, 1987:10). Serote uses the words "we were thrown back to the townships/to the village" to show some of the coercive measures employed by the government to undermine the humanity of black South Africans. These measures include forced removals from areas designated white in the early 1950s -a measure used by the white rulers to cram black people into overcrowded townships like Alexandra and the poverty-stricken homelands of Bophuthatswana, Transkei, Ciskei and Venda. The arbitra ry nature of the movement of black people, sanctioned by the Natives Resettlement Act of 1954, from areas like Sophiatown and Newclare to "the so-called black spots" (Chapman, 1989:185) like Meadowlands and Diepkloof, is expressed in words that suggest physical force and brutality: "thrown back", "merciless", "jailed" and "humiliated". Social de privation is implied in phrases such as "having witnessed the worst unemployment", "diseased and impoverished", and "the pain of humilia tion". I think where Mongane Serote depicts "the pain of humiliation" in fierce terms arousing pity and sympathy, leaving the reader agape and paralysed by disbelief in what the human race is capable of, is where he associates the treatment of black people by the apartheid state with the plight of a terrified and helpless woman in the hands of a band of rapists: "until when the pain of humiliation/like the pain of a raped woman/ throbbed and kept pace with our eye-wink". The pain of a person who has been raped is intensified by the pairing of the words "raped" and "woman" as if they express a particular human identity. I draw symbolic connections between a subjugated group of people and "a raped woman" because the latter phrase arouses a feeling that a violated woman loses her personality, self-worth and respect. She belongs, it appears from the harsh register of the phrase, "raped woman", to another sub-human category of woman. She is a woman, but a lesser form of a woman, a defiled and denigrated woman. Similarly, the fact that black South Africans were "thrown back to the township[s]" and "village[s]" used as labour reserves testifies to the violation of their human rights. In addition to the fact that they had no voting rights, black South Africans were disrespected and deprived of the right to determine the quality of their lives. It can also be argued that the white minority subjugated the oppressed by relating their lives to the negative connotations of the category "black". I think there are strong parallels between the discourse of race and the gender-based cultural assumptions of patriarchal societies. The latter societies use the notion of gender to categorise women as inferior objects of desire. This way, women are often abused by men who have been conditioned to think they are superior to women, just as indoctrina ted members of the white community "interpellate" (Althusser, 1971:160) blacks as sub-human beings, as "the negation of values" (Fanon, 1967a:32). Thus, the powerlessness of a "raped woman" in maledominated communities mirror the exploitation of blacks by whites. The horror of the two experiences, rape and racism, can be amplified when we relate it to the sense of being forcefully "mastered" (Yeats, "Leda and the Swan", line 13), penetrated, and "laid in that white rush" ( today we are watching a mamba spit and strike, wink and whistle and strike at times blandly and the old man, laughing, I watching him, says it must be so the snake has gone mad we made him so, we found his hold and struck him he knows we want his head now. Ah now, I look at the mad mamba with a different eye and as I have said I can no longer be innocent (Serote, 1987:39-40). In addition to its subversion of the apartheid state's myth of invincibility, A Tough Tale (1987) enacts the oppressed people's response to the "bureaucratic terrorism" (Beinart, 1992:463) let loose by the white re public in the 1980s. The poem undermines the might of the South African repressive state machinery by dramatizing its declining power. A Tough Tale (1987) compares P.W. Botha's regime to a besieged snake that "has gone mad" and is now striking about him aimlessly and hopelessly. A Tough Tale's "mamba", like the repressive state, has been maddened by the stinging collective blows of the oppressed: "the snake has gone mad/we made him so, we found his hold and struck/him". Through the image of the white power structure as a poisonous snake confused by the defensive strikes of the oppressed, the poem accom plishes an important political goal. It instills among the oppressed a fortifying feeling that white power, signified by "the mad mamba", is the main source of the state of war in the country. In this way, the minority government of the time is placed in the discomfiting position of the aggressor. The theme of violence can be traced back to "Time has run out" where Serote, using a patriotic tone of combat, urges the oppressed u.M. Hiabane to respond to the aggressive violence of the oppressor with counter violence:
Too much blood has been spilled Please my countrymen, can someone say a word of wisdom ... Ah, we've become familiar with horror the heart of our country when it makes its pulse ticking time wounds us My countrymen, can someone who understands that it is now too late who knows that exploitation and oppression are brains which being insane only know violence can someone teach us how to mount the wounds and fight (Serote, 1982:7). Perhaps the word "wound" is chosen because, like "a tough tale" and the personified moon which looks on the deeds of humans below, it evokes painful memories of the historical past. The "wound" is a deeply-moving embodiment of the pain inflicted on Serote's people through political detentions, imprisonment, "persistent violence beyond the call of duty by the police" (Beinart, 1992:482), censorship, and other oppressive and repressive measures of the state. The significance of the symbolic "wound" of the poems of Mongane Serote is noted by Alex Levumo in a review of No Baby Must Weep (1975): "Serote embodies the past and all it contains in metaphors drawn from the flesh and the senses. The most important of these is that of the 'wound' that expresses all the particularities that history has impressed onto and into the narrator" (in Chapman, 1982:76). Related to the importance of "the wound" as a reminder of painful human experiences is the verb "mount" with its multiple connotations of resilience and a no-retreat attitude. Taken as a verb signifying an upward movement, "mount" conveys the idea that it is the tormented who must rise and heal their wounds by putting a radical end to the afflictions of political oppression. "Mount" can also be taken as a battle-cry used to mobilise the deprived majority to take up arms and "fight" back. I have derived the notions of a battle and a fight from another meaning of the word "mount", that is, to mount or fix a gun into a firing position. The latter analysis of the image "to mount the wound and fight" is also relevant to the interpretation of A Tough Tale's call for retaliation and a declaration of a war for freedom and self-affirmation. . Serote uses poetry to convince the subjugated that it is better to challenge the repressive power structure and die if needs be for a noble and just cause than to be helplessly exterminated without putting up a fight. The no-retreat spirit of defiance he cultivates in the war poems is best reflected in the following words from "Time has run out":
We must now claim our land, even if we die in the process. Our history is a culture of resistance. Ask Mozambique Angola Zimbabwe Namibia Ask South Africa Yesfrom Blood River to Sharpeville to Soweto we know now that oppression has at last been unmasked we ask, why oppress us to exploit us why exploit us now we knowthat the chain must be broken (1982:6).
u.M. Miaoane
In A Tough Tale (1987) the need to intensify "the defence for a country" is symbolised by a popular slogan of the 1980s -"Freedom or Death". 
